
1The Story-Teller

WARMING UP
Speaking
■■ Before reading the story, answer the following questions.

1 Have you ever been on a long train journey? If so, what did you do during
the journey?

2 Look at the title of the story and predict what it’s about.

WHILE READING
Comprehension
■■ While reading through, answer the questions in the margin.

Saki  The Story-Teller

It was a hot afternoon, and the railway carriage was corre-
spondingly sultry,1 and the next stop was at Templecombe, 
nearly an hour ahead. The occupants of the carriage were a 
small girl, and a smaller girl, and a small boy. An aunt belong-
ing to the children occupied one corner seat, and the further 
corner seat on the opposite side was occupied by a bachelor2 
who was a stranger to their party, but the small girls and the 
small boy emphatically occupied the compartment.  
Both the aunt and the children were conversational in a lim-
ited, persistent way, reminding one of the attentions of a 
housefly that refuses to be discouraged.
Most of the aunt’s remarks seemed to begin with “Don’t,” 
and nearly all of the children’s remarks began with “Why?” 
The bachelor said nothing out loud.
“Don’t, Cyril, don’t,” exclaimed the aunt, as the small boy 
began smacking3 the cushions of the seat, producing a cloud 
of dust at each blow.
“Come and look out of the window,” she added.
The child moved reluctantly4 to the window. “Why are those 

Who is sitting in 
the railway 
carriage?

What are the 
children doing?

4

a railway 
carriage

a housefly

Glossary
1 hot and humid 2 unmarried man 3 striking  4 with hesita-
tion
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3The Story-Teller

sheep being driven out of that field?” he asked.
“I expect they are being driven to another field where there 
is more grass,” said the aunt weakly.
“But there is lots of grass in that field,” protested5 the boy; 
“there’s nothing else but grass there. Aunt, there’s lots of 
grass in that field.”
“Perhaps the grass in the other field is better,” suggested the 
aunt fatuously.
“Why is it better?” came the swift, inevitable question.
“Oh, look at those cows!” exclaimed the aunt. Nearly every 
field along the line had contained cows or bullocks, but she 
spoke as though she were drawing attention to a rarity.
“Why is the grass in the other field better?” persisted Cyril.
The frown on the bachelor’s face was deepening to a scowl.6 
He was a hard, unsympathetic man, the aunt decided in her 
mind. She was utterly unable to come to any satisfactory 
decision about the grass in the other field.
The smaller girl created a diversion by beginning to recite 
“On the Road to Mandalay.”7 She only knew the first line, 
but she put her limited knowledge to the fullest possible use. 
She repeated the line over and over again in a dreamy but 
resolute and very audible voice; it seemed to the bachelor as 
though some one had had a bet with her that she could not 
repeat the line aloud two thousand times without stopping. 
Whoever it was who had made the wager8 was likely to lose 
his bet.
“Come over here and listen to a story,” said the aunt, when 
the bachelor had looked twice at her and once at the commu-
nication cord.
The children moved listlessly9 towards the aunt’s end of the 
carriage. Evidently her reputation as a story-teller did not 
rank high in their estimation.
In a low, confidential voice, interrupted at frequent intervals 

Glossary
5 stubbornly continued 6 angry face 7 a long poem by the 
English writer Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936) 8 something on 
which bets are laid 9 without energy
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4 Short Stories

by loud, petulant questionings from her listeners, she began 
an unenterprising and deplorably uninteresting story about a 
little girl who was good, and made friends with every one on 
account of her goodness, and was finally saved from a mad 
bull by a number of rescuers who admired her moral charac-
ter.
“Wouldn’t they have saved her if she hadn’t been good?” 
demanded the bigger of the small girls. It was exactly the 
question that the bachelor had wanted to ask.
“Well, yes,” admitted the aunt lamely,10 “but I don’t think 
they would have run quite so fast to her help if they had not 
liked her so much.”
“It’s the stupidest story I’ve ever heard,” said the bigger of 
the small girls, with immense conviction.
“I didn’t listen after the first bit, it was so stupid,” said Cyril.
The smaller girl made no actual comment on the story, but 
she had long ago recommenced a murmured repetition of her 
favourite line.
“You don’t seem to be a success as a story-teller,” said the 
bachelor suddenly from his corner.

The aunt bristled11 in instant defence at this unexpected 
attack.
“It’s a very difficult thing to tell stories that children can both 
understand and appreciate,” she said stiffly.12

“I don’t agree with you,” said the bachelor.
“Perhaps you would like to tell them a story,” was the aunt’s 
retort.13

“Tell us a story,” demanded the bigger of the small girls.
“Once upon a time,” began the bachelor, “there was a little 
girl called Bertha, who was extra-ordinarily good.”
The children’s momentarily-aroused interest began at once 
to flicker;14 all stories seemed dreadfully alike, no matter who 
told them.

How does the 
aunt try to 

entertain the 
children?

What does the 
bachelor think 

about the aunt’s 
art of storytell-

ing?

Glossary
10 weakly 11 became angry 12 firmly 13 quick and witty 
reply 14 to pass briefly

AK_Libro.indb   26 05/04/17   17:52

© Editrice San Marco



5The Story-Teller

“She did all that she was told, she was always truthful, she 
kept her clothes clean, ate milk puddings as though they were 
jam tarts, learned her lessons perfectly, and was polite in
her manners.”
“Was she pretty?” asked the bigger of the small girls.
“Not as pretty as any of you,” said the bachelor, “but she was 
horribly good.”
There was a wave of reaction in favour of the story; the word 
horrible in connection with goodness was a novelty15 that 
commended itself. It seemed to introduce a ring of truth that 
was absent from the aunt’s tales of infant life.
“She was so good,” continued the bachelor, “that she won 
several medals for goodness, which she always wore, pinned 
on to her dress. There was a medal for obedience, another 
medal for punctuality, and a third for good behaviour. They 
were large metal medals and they clicked against one anoth-
er as she walked. No other child in the town where she lived 
had as many as three medals, so everybody knew that she 
must be an extra good child.”
“Horribly good,” quoted Cyril.
“Everybody talked about her goodness, and the Prince of the 
country got to hear about it, and he said that as she was so 
very good she might be allowed once a week to walk in his 
park, which was just outside the town. It was a beautiful park, 
and no children were ever allowed in it, so it was a great 
honour for Bertha to be allowed to go there.”
“Were there any sheep in the park?” demanded Cyril.
“No;” said the bachelor, “there were no sheep.”
“Why weren’t there any sheep?” came the inevitable question 
arising out of that answer.
The aunt permitted herself a smile, which might almost have 
been described as a grin.
“There were no sheep in the park,” said the bachelor, “because 
the Prince’s mother had once had a dream that her son would 
either be killed by a sheep or else by a clock falling on him. 

Who is Bertha?

Why did Bertha 
win the medals?

Glossary
15 something new

a jam tart
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6 Short Stories

For that reason the Prince never kept a sheep in his park or 
a clock in his palace.”
The aunt suppressed a gasp of admiration.
“Was the Prince killed by a sheep or by a clock?” asked 
Cyril.
“He is still alive, so we can’t tell whether the dream will come 
true,” said the bachelor unconcernedly;16 “anyway, there were 
no sheep in the park, but there were lots of little pigs running 
all over the place.”
“What colour were they?”
“Black with white faces, white with black spots, black all 
over, grey with white patches, and some were white all over.”
The storyteller paused to let a full idea of the park’s treasures 
sink into the children’s imaginations; then he resumed:17 
“Bertha was rather sorry to find that there were no flowers in 
the park. She had promised her aunts, with tears in her eyes, 
that she would not pick any of the kind Prince’s flowers, and 
she had meant to keep her promise, so of course it made her 
feel silly to find that there were no flowers to pick.”
“Why weren’t there any flowers?”
“Because the pigs had eaten them all,” said the bachelor 
promptly. “The gardeners had told the Prince that you 
couldn’t have pigs and flowers, so he decided to have pigs 
and no flowers.”
There was a murmur of approval at the excellence of the 
Prince’s decision; so many people would have decided the 
other way.
“There were lots of other delightful things in the park. There 
were ponds with gold and blue and green fish in them, and 
trees with beautiful parrots that said clever things at a
moment’s notice, and humming birds that hummed all the 
popular tunes of the day. 
Bertha walked up and down and enjoyed herself immensely, 
and thought to herself: ‘If I were not so extraordinarily good 
I should not have been allowed to come into this beautiful 

Why was Bertha 
sorry?

parrots

Glossary
16 in an indifferent way 17 began again
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7The Story-Teller

park and enjoy all that there is to be seen in it,’ and her three 
medals clinked against one another as she walked and helped 
to remind her how very good she really was. Just then an 
enormous wolf came prowling18 into the park to see if it could 
catch a fat little pig for its supper.”
“What colour was it?” asked the children, amid an immediate 
quickening of interest.
“Mud-colour all over, with a black tongue and pale grey eyes 
that gleamed with unspeakable ferocity. The first thing that 
it saw in the park was Bertha; her pinafore19 was so spotless-
ly white and clean that it could be seen from a great distance. 
Bertha saw the wolf and saw that it was stealing towards her, 
and she began to wish that she had never been allowed to 
come into the park. She ran as hard as she could, and the wolf 
came after her with huge leaps and bounds. She managed to 
reach a shrubbery20 of myrtle bushes and she hid herself in
one of the thickest of the bushes. 
The wolf came sniffing among the branches, its black tongue 
lolling out of its mouth and its pale grey eyes glaring with 
rage. Bertha was terribly frightened, and thought to herself: 
‘If I had not been so extraordinarily good I should have been 
safe in the town at this moment.’ However, the scent of the 
myrtle was so strong that the wolf could not sniff out where 
Bertha was hiding, and the bushes were so thick that he might 
have hunted about in them for a long time without catching 
sight of her, so he thought he might as well go off and catch 
a little pig instead. Bertha was trembling very much at having 
the wolf prowling and sniffing so near her, and as she trem-
bled the medal for obedience clinked against the medals for 
good conduct and punctuality. The wolf was just moving 
away when he heard the sound of the medals clinking and 
stopped to listen; they clinked again in a bush quite near him. 
He dashed21 into the bush, his pale grey eyes gleaming with 

Glossary
18 going about stealthily, as in search of prey 19 apron-like 
garment that young girls used to wear over their dresses 20 a 
group of bushes 21 ran quickly and suddenly

myrtle
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8 Short Stories

ferocity and triumph, and dragged Bertha out and devoured 
her to the last morsel. All that was left of her were her shoes, 
bits of clothing, and the three medals for goodness.”
“Were any of the little pigs killed?”
“No, they all escaped.”
“The story began badly,” said the smaller of the small girls, 
“but it had a beautiful ending.”
“It is the most beautiful story that I ever heard,” said the 
bigger of the small girls, with immense decision.
“It is the only beautiful story I have ever heard,” said Cyril.
A dissentient opinion came from the aunt.
“A most improper story to tell to young children! You have 
undermined22 the effect of years of careful teaching.”
“At any rate,” said the bachelor, collecting his belongings 
preparatory to leaving the carriage, “I kept them quiet for ten 
minutes, which was more than you were able to do.”
“Unhappy woman!” he observed to himself as he walked 
down the platform of Templecombe station; “for the next six 
months or so those children will assail her in public with 
demands for an improper story!”

What did the 
children like 

about the 
bachelor’s story?

Glossary
22 destroyed

CLOSE READING
Comprehension 
■■ Answer the following questions.

1 Where does the story take place?
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................

2 What is the atmosphere in the carriage like at the beginning of the story?
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................

AK_Libro.indb   30 05/04/17   17:52

© Editrice San Marco



9The Story-Teller

3 Why is the bachelor annoyed? 
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................

4 Why does the bachelor decide to tell the children a story?
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................

5 What happens to Bertha?
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................

6 When do the children become interested in the bachelor’s story?
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................

7 What is the aunt’s reaction at the bachelor’s story?
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................

8 What is the author’s message in your opinion? 
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................

Adverbs
■■ Use the adverbs below from the short story to complete the sentences.
Dreadfully – rather – reluctantly – exactly – extraordinarily – terribly – utterly
– listlessly.

1 It was ...................... what I wanted to ask.
2 He was ...................... unaware of the consequences of his action.
3 I’m ...................... sorry but I can’t help you.
4 It was an  ...................... difficult task.
5 We would ...................... go to the disco than go to the cinema.
6 Can I have another glass of water, please? I’m ...................... thirsty.
7 She answered the question  ...................... and then changed subject.
8 He was sitting on the sofa, staring ...................... at the ceiling.
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10 Short Stories

Definitions
■■ Read the story again and find the words corresponding to the definitions
below.

1 Soft bag of cloth or leather filled with feathers or rubber foam on which to sit
 ..............................................................................................................................

2 Young male cow
 ..............................................................................................................................

3 Thick, soft dessert made of flour, milk and eggs
 ..............................................................................................................................

4 Small mark differing in colour from its surroundings
 ..............................................................................................................................

5 A body of water smaller than a lake
 ..............................................................................................................................

6 The soft, movable part in the mouth used for eating and speaking
 ..............................................................................................................................

Matching
■■ Match each verb with the corresponding noun. Then build a sentence of your
own for each verb.

1 Lose A Flowers  .............................................................................
2 Tell B The carriage  .............................................................................
3 Make C A medal  .............................................................................
4 Win D A story  .............................................................................
5 Pick E Friends  .............................................................................
6 Leave F A bet  .............................................................................

Adjectives
■■ What are the English equivalents of the following Italian adjectives?

11 Antipatico  .......................................................................................................
12 Sognante  .......................................................................................................
13 Petulante  .......................................................................................................
14 Sincero  .......................................................................................................
15 Educato  .......................................................................................................
16 Carino  .......................................................................................................
17 Inevitabile  .......................................................................................................
18 Delizioso  .......................................................................................................
19 Spaventato  .......................................................................................................
10 Pallido  .......................................................................................................
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11The Story-Teller

Writing
■■ Construct sentences using Don’t (what the aunt says) and Why (what the
children ask).
DON’T  WHY
 ............................................................  ............................................................
 ............................................................  ............................................................
 ............................................................  ............................................................
 ............................................................  ............................................................
 ............................................................  ............................................................
 ............................................................  ............................................................

Mind mapping
■■ Complete the mind maps below with words from the story.

Bertha

................. .................

.................Good .................

.................

The park in the
bachelor’s story

................. .................

.................
Ponds with 

coloured fish .................

.................
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12 Short Stories

5  Phonetics

■■ Listen and put the words which contain /θ/ into the left column, those which
contain /ð/ into the right column.
though – third – nothing – truthful – thickest – than – with – think – unsym-
pathetic – their – those – other – three – things – further – mother – rather.

/θ/ /ð/

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

...............................................................

STORY ANALYSIS
Plot stages
■■ Match each of the sentences below with the corresponding stage of the
story, then put the sequences in chronological order.

1 The heroine of the bachelor’s story is eaten by a wolf 
because of her goodness.

2 Three children sitting in a train carriage are very 
curious and keep asking questions. Their aunt tells 
them a boring story of a girl who is saved for being 
good.

3 The bachelor arrives at his destination. He is happy 
as he knows that the children will now be asking their 
aunt for a more ‘improper’ story.

4 A bachelor sitting in the same carriage is annoyed 
by the aunt’s lack of control over her kids. In an 
attempt to quiet the kids, he tells them a completely 
different story.

5 The children are delighted by the bachelor’s story. 
The aunt accuses the bachelor of undermining years 
of teaching with his ‘improper’ tale.

A Resolution
B Rising action
C Climax
D Falling action
E Exposition

AK_Libro.indb   34 05/04/17   17:52

© Editrice San Marco



13The Story-Teller

Examining theme
■■ Read the text again and mark the passages dealing with the following top-
ics. To which experience is each theme related? Fill in the chart below.

Human experiences References to the story

Boredom 

Excitement 

Transition from innocence 
to experience
Children’s education

Goodness 

WRITING
Summing up
■■ Summarise the story in five to seven sentences.
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................

Story writing
■■ Rewrite Bertha’s story, changing its ending.
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
 ..............................................................................................................................
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14 Short Stories

Short story graphic organiser 
■■ Now fill in the graphic organiser below, focusing on the main aspects of the
short story you have just read. Look online and gather some information
about the author and the collection this story belongs to.

Short story graphic organiser

TITLE  .....................................................................................................................
COLLECTION ........................................................... DATE ...................................
AUTHOR  ................................................................................................................

AUTHOR’S SHORT BIOGRAPHY  ...........................................................................
................................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................................

SETTING
Time
..............................................................

Place
................................................................

CHARACTERS
Main characters
..............................
..............................
..............................
..............................
..............................

Minor characters
............................................
............................................
............................................
............................................
............................................

Describe the main character(s)
.................................................
.................................................

Round or flat?
.................................................
.................................................

POINT OF VIEW 
Internal or external?  ...............................................................................................
CONFLICT ..............................................................................................................
MOOD/ATMOSPHERE  ..........................................................................................
THEME
What is the author’s message about life, human behaviour, or society?
................................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................................
SYMBOLS
What do Bertha’s medals symbolise?
................................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................................
LITERARY DEVICES 
Provide an example of the following devices quoting from the text.
Metaphor  ...............................................................................................................
Oxymoron  ..............................................................................................................
Irony  .......................................................................................................................
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15The Story-Teller

Writing an analysis paragraph 
■■ A traditional saying goes: “No good act shall go unpunished”, meaning that
bad things happen to good people. Explain how Saki’s story provides dra-
matic support for this idea. You can use textual citations.

ACTING IT OUT
Role-playing
■■ In groups act out the dialogue in the railway carriage between the children,
the aunt and the bachelor.

Speaking
■■ In pairs, roleplay a conversation between the aunt and the bachelor about
their different ‘parenting’ style.

FROM THE PRESS
Reporting
■■ Read the following article and report its content to the rest of the class. You
may make use of notes and charts.

For generations, children have 
been captivated by Rapunzel 
and enchanted by Jack and the 
Beanstalk. 
But it seems these traditional 
fairytales are on their way to 
an unhappy ending – as par-
ents decide they are too scary. 
One in five have ditched the 
likes of Hans Christian Ander-
sen or the Brothers Grimm in 
favour of more modern books, 
a study has revealed. 
Almost half of mothers and 
fathers refuse to read Rumpel-
stiltskin or Rapunzel to their 
children because the themes of 
the tales include kidnapping. 
They also reject Little Red 
Riding Hood because they 
think the Big Bad Wolf eating 
the little girl’s grandmother is 
too upsetting, with a third say-
ing the story had left their chil-

dren in tears. 
And Goldilocks and the Three 
Bears is likely to be left on the 
bookshelf too, as parents feel 
it condones stealing.
Even lighter tales have fallen 
out of fashion, with 52 per cent 
dismissing Cinderella as ‘out-
dated’ because it portrays a 
young woman doing house-
work all day.
Many consider Jack and the 
Beanstalk to be ‘too unrealis-
tic’, while the use of the term 
‘dwarfs’ in Snow White and 

the Seven Dwarfs is deemed 
unacceptable.
A quarter of the 2,000 parents 
polled said they wouldn’t con-
sider reading a fairytale to 
their child until they had 
reached the age of five, as they 
prompt too many awkward 
questions.
Instead, they favour more 
recent books such as The Gruf-
falo, The Very Hungry Cater-
pillar and the Mr Men series.
Steve Hornsey of television 
channel Watch, which com-
missioned the study to mark 
the launch of the U.S. drama 
Grimm, said: ‘As adults we 
can see the innocence in fairy-
tales, but a five-year-old with 
an over-active imagination 
could take things too literally.’

(Adapted from  
www.dailymail.co.uk)

ARE FAIRY TALES 
TOO SCARY FOR 

TODAY’S 
CHILDREN?
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